This paper argues for the potential that email interviewing has as a qualitative method in educational research. The paper draws on research that uses email as a way of generating online narratives in order to understand how academics construct their identities. In doing so, the paper considers the challenges that email interviewing poses for researchers who might wish to use the method as a way of studying and understanding academics" lives, particularly the nature of "presentation" and "performance" that takes place with/in email narratives. Nonetheless, despite these challenges, the paper concludes by recognising the possibilities the method has for increasing reflexivity by providing both the time and space for academics to construct, reflect upon and learn from their stories of experience.
Introduction
The growth of information and communication technologies (ICT) in qualitative research have opened up new opportunities for researchers to examine how traditional research methods can be adopted for effective online research (Jones 1999 , Johns et al 2004 . More specifically, Mann and Stewart (2000) have shown how Internet technology can be used to adapt qualitative methods of data collection in order to obtain rich, descriptive data online and understand human experience.
The studies described in such texts highlight how online research is multidisciplinary and multiparadigmatic in approach (Denzin 2004) . Such studies also demonstrate the way in which qualitative researchers have developed their technological skills to work online with a variety of methods and practices such as focus groups, chat rooms and conferences to explore online experiences and behaviour in the virtual world (O"Connor and Madge 2001 , Eichorn 2001 , Williams and Robson 2004 .
The use of ICT as an integral element of teachers" professional lives has also led to approaches of researching teaching that involve exploring their experiences online through critical dialogue to identify and interpret professional knowledge and identity as a teacher (Russell and Bullock 1999, Henson et al 2000) . In the academic community, email and the Internet has also had a 4 profound effect on the way in which academics teach and engage with students, as well as with the wider academic population more generally (Foster 1994 , Reed 2004 ). Yet, given its importance as a medium of communication in higher education, discussion of such technology as an academic research tool to date is scarce. An exploration of the literature indicates that only a few researchers have adopted it to explore for example, the online experiences of undergraduates in their academic performance, e-learning, and the ethics of teaching management accounting (Leman and Mann 1999 , Salmon 2000 , Bampton and Cowton 2004 . It would seem that email has yet to be explored as a method that can bring exciting possibilities and originality to ethnographic research design when it is used to explore how academics construct and sustain their identities. This paper, therefore, seeks to bridge the research gap by firstly exploring the way in which identity is built in and through the continuity of narrative accounts that individuals tell about themselves, and the use of this approach in educational research, particularly in relation to the study of academic identities. The paper then draws on a research study that used email as a way of generating academics" narratives online in order to understand how they construct their academic identities. In doing this, it explores the challenges that email interviewing poses for researchers who might wish to use the method as a way of studying academics" lives, particularly the nature and management of "presentation" online and the "performance" that takes place with/in email narratives. Despite these dilemmas, the paper concludes by recognising the methodological contribution that email interviewing can make to studying academics" lives and the way in which it can increase reflexivity by providing both the time and space for academics to construct, reflect upon and learn from their stories of experience.
The Construction of Identity through Narrative
Narrative is a familiar term in the field of education and social sciences, offering an exploratory way forward in which individuals make sense of their lives, the lives of others and the contexts in which they live through telling and hearing/reading stories (Sikes 2002) . As Clough (2002) remarks, narratives can open up a deeper view of life that is derived from real events, feelings and conversations as well as exposing those experiences, which might otherwise not be heard or read. It is through narrative that individuals" identities and self-concepts are drawn together and made sense of in the course of biography, and that past, present and future events are linked together by individuals as an ongoing process organized as an unfolding story (Polkinghorne 1988, Connelly and Clandinin 1990) . In this sense, identity formation becomes "…the product of, and realized in, narrative accounts of individuals" past present and future…" (Williams 2000, p.81) .
In educational research, narrative studies provide the frameworks through which teachers" voices can be heard in educational dialogue and within which new meanings can be brought to the activity of being a teacher. Teachers" narratives reflect their experiences, as they redefine their personal and professional selves (Cortazzi 1993) . This raises the question as to how far this mode of thinking about narratives is reflected in the depiction of academic life and the construction of academic identities. Henkel (2000) has argued that academic narratives have been built up predominantly within idealist or essentialist conceptions of academia in which the expression of 6 ideals and values have been significant in the way academics conduct and bring about growth and change in their professional lives (Grant and Knowles 2000, Askling 2001 ). However, the fragmentation of the academic workplace and the increased differentials between individuals in terms of status and autonomy has also had a profound effect on the role of academics and their sense of identity (Nixon 1996 , Nixon et al 2001 . This has led to major changes and false distinctions about what it means to be an academic, disturbing the values and structures within which academic identities have been sustained (Henkel 2000) . This suggests that academic identities cannot be merely "read-off" from a given context (Halford and Leonard 2001) , and will involve individual choices that are not only shaped by relations with the academic community, but also involve individuals engaged in critical dialogue about their teaching and learning.
Using narrative then is much more than "…look for and hear story… Narrative inquiry in the field is a form of living, a way of life…" (Clandinin and Connelly 2000, p.78) . Following these principles, a number of different narrative methods have been developed that focus on the particularities of experience. These include autobiographical and biographical writing, journal records and field notes of the shared experience through participant observation, as well as interviewing. Czarnaskia (2004) has argued that narrative interviews can actually become more like a reciprocal conversation between researcher and participant and can provide "…a rich source of knowledge about social practice insofar as they produce narratives" (p.50). Such conversations can also become part of an ongoing narrative record in which participants make sense of their experience as lived and told stories (Connelly and Clandinin 1988) . Educational researchers who have used a narrative approach to interview teachers found that their interviews included a level of performance from the teachers that involved a genuine representation of their 7 lives (Weber 1993, Connelly and Clandinin 1999) . As Clandinin and Connelly (2000) comment:
"…the people, the schools, the educational landscapes we study undergo day-by-day experiences that are contextualized within a longer-term historical narrative" (p.19).
Such studies illustrate how interviews can produce narratives in which, prompted by the researcher, the focus is on recalling and reliving experience and involves individuals constructing and reconstructing their personal and professional narratives through self-images (Beattie 1995) .
Hence, the interviews become a site for narrative production and provide a way of understanding and representing experience. This places emphasis on the voice in educational research and the need for individuals to talk about their experiences in their own words. As Cortazzi (1993) suggests: "The narrative account must therefore carry the teacher"s voice if researchers and other observers are to know what a teacher knows or feels" (p.11).
Using Email Interviewing to Construct Online Narratives
As a researcher I was particularly interested in undertaking ethnographic research to explore and understand how a group of senior academics constructed their academic identities across the communities of practice which were of primary importance to them (James 2003) . There were 20 academics who took part in my study, 12 of whom were female, and the remainder were male.
They all taught psychology in post-1992 higher education institutions across the UK and had been based in their institutions for over a period of five years. They were also active members of their professional body.
Methodologically, this approach emphasised the need for a research method which would become a site for narrative production and adequately capture and reflect academics" narrative accounts of how they saw themselves, with a view to revealing some of the fundamental structures of their experience (James 2003) . I wanted to explore whether email interviewing could be recognised as a legitimate methodology in the study of academic lives, how it could be used to generate narratives of their experience in their voice, as well as meet their needs as research participants and become a central place to document how they, "…live out their lives, find and maintain connections and seek to represent themselves to others" (Hardey 2004, p.12 ).
The advantages of using online research methods, such as accessing hard to reach groups due to practical constraints (money, time, travel), disability and language or communication differences have been well documented (Jones 1999, Mann and Stewart 2000) . I was also interested in the way in which the compression of space and time online meant that geographically dispersed groups, for example families, communities or institutions were no longer isolated from the context and traditions in which they belonged, providing a "bounded space" within which it was possible to explore how they lived and worked (Henkel 2000) . In the academic community, email is used on a daily basis in their working lives for teaching and research and although it is not always perceived as a good thing (Reed 2004 ), this did not make my participants resistant to taking part in the study. Additionally, using email enabled me to overcome a number of practical constraints that I faced if I conducted face-to-face interviews (for example costs associated with travel and data transcription), so I was able to interview academics located in universities across the UK, rather than being constrained to a local population. This placed email interviewing within a "virtual" ethnographic approach in which I attempted to"…gain a better understanding of the meaning that community members generate through conversation" (LeBesco 2004, p.63) . This involved, "…careful dialectical reflection on authentic and evocative written accounts of an experience [which] can reveal some of the fundamental structures of that experience" (Weber 1993, p.75) . This added to the methodologically interesting possibilities for the creation of an alternative and new space for the academics to write their narratives, to question and construct their identities, and consider how these constructions changed over time as they engaged socially in their world (Henson et al 2000) .
However, as I did not want to force the academics into a predetermined framework, I felt it important that they understood how the email interviews would be conducted (Foster 1994 ). An interview guide (see Table 1 below) was distributed to explore issues relating to the aims of the research and for context setting. The questions I designed were sent out one at a time and formed a platform from which each academic could start to write their online narratives about how they saw themselves and included:
How have your experiences shaped your professional identity?
(
ii) What images would you use to describe your professional identity? (iii) In what way has your professional identity been shaped by formative experiences? (iv) In what way is your professional identity shaped across communities of practice?
[insert Table 1 here]
My approach also placed the interviews within a more naturalistic inquiry in which I discussed the topics and the emergent themes with the participants (see James 2003 for a more detailed methodological discussion). This was further influenced by the pre-existing relationships that existed between the researcher and participants which was already interactive and influential (Lincoln and Guba 1985) . This was because I knew all the participants, having already worked with them on a professional basis so I already had access to their email addresses and was able to use them to gain their consent in taking part in the study.
How do Academics See Themselves? Performance and Presentation Online
Using email as an alternative interview site gave the academics a voice, and a context in which they could begin to explore how they saw themselves. As Giddens (1991) comments, the "self" in modernity is as a reflexive project that is maintained by the construction of biographical narratives and developed through social interactions and activities that enhance the narrative. As the interviews developed, the academics began to take greater ownership of the processes of narrative construction by responding to my questions in unexpected ways and directions. In return, I responded to the new directions of their narratives by asking further questions about their texts rather than sticking to the original interview schedule (James and Busher 2006) . However, as Gatson and Zweerink (2004) As the academics revisited their narratives, this was unconstrained by time and space to reflect more deeply and learn from their stories of experience (Seymour 2001) . Having time to reflect also raised issues about the authenticity of the academics" representations of their experience. As
Hardey ( The academics" narratives may have been less authentic as a consequence of spending time reflecting, or the time reflecting may have provided a "safeguard" as the academics edited the text to convey the meanings they really intended (Mann and Stewart 2000) . This raises yet a further issue. Just because the participants did not write something, it does not mean that they were unaware of that point or unable to write about it. This is in keeping with the general process of research interviews, as McCulloch et al (2000) acknowledge: "All that can be said is that the way the interview played out meant that the point was not spontaneously made at that time in that specific setting. At another time, in another interview, the point might have been made" (p.122).
Hardey (2002) However, this is not just something that occurs online. The construction of identity includes a dimension of complexity and fluidity (Giola and Thomas 1996) . It is inextricably linked with who we are, our commitments and values and is "integral and continuous" (Kendal 1999). As Mann and Stewart (2000) remark, "For this reason it is seen to be difficult to sustain a persona which is quite divorced from the "real" self" (p. . Jones (1999) has commented upon how it is the embodied participant who interacts online and that individuals can never escape from lived experiences.
The apparent tension that exists between online and off-line identities raises issues about the nature of "performance" that can take place online, in terms of how both the participants" and researcher can "play" with their identity in the social space (Hardey 2004) . As Seymour (2001) notes, bodily presence in a face-to-face interview can signify mutuality, commitment and trust through a sense of shared purpose. However, in the online interview this bodily presence is removed. Drawing on Goffman (1969) , Hardey (2002) argues that in the "presentation of self," text makes invisible the bodily presence as well as outward acts of movement, posture and emotional expression that are important elements in determining how individuals see themselves and how they are perceived by others.
Undertaking my study online meant that I had to deal with how my participants communicated meaning in the social space when non-verbal communication such as gesture, tone of voice and facial expressions were absent (Kendall 2004) . Boshier (1990) also notes the possibilities for deception are further exposed because many of the cues that normally circumscribe roles and which foster participation are not present. This may permit the development of "…strategies of visibility of the actors which make up for the lack of traditional interpersonal cues and indeed permit the development of a status differentiation…" (Paccagnella 1997 
Sometimes I wanted to ask 'do you mean this or that exactly' but not being able to do so allowed me to interpret the question in my own term in a way that would not happen with the spoken word…"
Furthermore, the absence of non-verbal cues was offset by the fact the academics" representation of the self "online" was underpinned by the pre-existing relationships that existed "off-line" in a professional capacity. In this sense the commonality of identities as academics meant that I did not need to find new ways of building rapport with the academics; as noted by Sade-Beck (2004) , "…in these circumstance the virtual world and the "real world" merge, creating a broader definition of reality."
This was also aided by the researcher wanting to acquire an "…understanding of the participants" perspective through open and honest dialogue…" (Anderson and Kanuka 2003, p.88 (Seymour 2001) . In recognising the demands that email already placed upon academics, I decided to accommodate the priorities in their professional lives, to give them time to consider the issues, so I waited for them to respond. For the researcher, this created a level of anticipation and reinforced the point that: "One of the beauties of e-mail is that you never quite know when you will get a response…" (Russell and Bullock 1999, p.134) . One participant also remarked:
"I didn"t email you straight back, because I was thinking about my answer. So my responses were more carefully thought through and probably longer than if I"d tackled the whole thing in a face-to-face interview…again other ideas would probably not have come out because of the time pressure. This is what"s good about the email process because…it allows time to consider the questions and frame an appropriate response."
Although investing my own identity into the research relationship was an attempt to democratise narrative exchanges, to have a more equal interaction and a dialectical relationship (Illingworth 2001 ) I consequently took on a different role as a "participant researcher" (Seymour 2001 The nature of my role as researcher had involved self-disclosure. I realised that my professional and personal experiences as a "participant" in online narratives about identity construction were not data that should be omitted, but were in fact the very reasons why I was undertaking the study. Nevertheless, structural power hierarchies also existed which enabled the researcher to set the research agenda, and ask the questions. I wanted to understand how the academics saw themselves and constructed their identities. So in the very first email I sent to the academics, I
specifically asked them to reply at the top of the message to ensure that the sequence of their narratives was maintained. This also allowed them to return to earlier parts of the narrative with the aim of getting them to reflect on both the questions and responses before moving to the next question. In turn, they presented narratives about themselves that were appropriate for a particular context, and driven by my theoretical concerns (Hardey 2004) . So whilst email in academics" lives is not always seen as a good thing because of its invasive nature (Reed 2004) , it can provide a resource in which academics can write narratives that sustain, enhance or impede events, actions and experiences they regard as important to their identities (Gergen 1994) . In this context, email not only served as a "repository" for the academics" stories, but also allowed for a kind of reflection that significantly informed their thinking about how they saw themselves (Henson et al 2000) . It provided an additional space that took into account the way in which the academics" lives continued to take place, and in which they could reflect about their experiences in the midst of their experiences at a deeper level (Russell and Bullock 1999) . Such space provided "…the potential to bring new meaning to the experiences of change, of growth, and of professional development in a teacher"s life" (Beattie 1985, p.8) , and provoked new questions about their academic identities.
As the process of interviewing became less preconstructed and instead, more discursive and naturalistic (Seymour 2001) , so, perhaps unsurprisingly, the richness of the narratives increased.
This seemed to provoke a richness of reflection among the academics beyond what I would have expected had I not allowed the participants to develop their own narratives in ways that were meaningful to them. Indeed as Morgan and Symon (2004) comment: "This potential increase in reflexivity…may be considered to be a very positive aspect of the medium…because it makes the socially constructed nature of "reality" more transparent" (p.31).
As discussed in the paper, email interviewing poses challenges for researchers who might wish to use the method as a way of studying and understanding academics" lives, particularly the nature of "presentation" and "performance" that takes place with/in email narratives. These academics had benefited in some way from the, "…playful invisibility that text-only space affords" (LeBesco 2004, p.74) . The displacement of time which was reinforced by the asynchronous nature of the method, enabled the academics to become engaged in the research process, to consider the issues and explore aspects of their identities and experiences which was lacking in the press of their busy lives, at their own pace until they were ready to deal with them. For them, this was an important part of the process as it provided possibilities for the creation and 20 elaboration of online narratives that represented their experiences within a longer-term historical
perspective.
Yet, the potential for diffused power relations between researcher and participant online, emphasising the egalitarian nature of email and the genuineness of self-presentation cannot be presumed (Kendal 1999). Essential to this process is the way in which the academics spent time in reflective discourse. This involved the researcher in a non-cohersive exchange where participants could respond when they liked, empowering them to take ownership of their narratives at a time and space convenient to them. However, my role had become such that I had not only become immersed in the online lives of these academics, but my thoughts and reflections had also become part of the ongoing interview process -researcher had also become participant. As Markham (2004) notes: "This is not a minor point. Our interactions with participants are not simple events in these online spaces, but are constitutive and organizing elements of the space" (p.144). Both participants and researcher responded to responses, through the exchange of narrative, and sometimes connected meaningfully. This is an important element of online ethnography as Markham also reminds us, "…methodologically we should not ignore this feature because as interaction constructs and reflects the shape of the phenomena being studied, interaction also delineates the being doing the research in the field" (p.147).
The tension between online and off-line identities and environments in my study reflected broader and well-established debates about authenticity and credibility within qualitative research. Some researchers may argue that to overcome this, the academics could have also been interviewed off-line to assemble a "complex ethnography" by adding authenticity to their 21 descriptions of how they saw themselves, as well as to add depth to my interpretations of their identities (Sade-Beck 2004) . After all, although I knew the academics this did not preclude them writing narratives that were sometimes "superficial and playful" where it was evident that they did always not want, "to participate in substantive discussion" (Gaiser 1997 p.142 ). Yet, the very purpose of developing this method, was that the, "…absence of a proper locus [provided] my research participants with a space to explore the aspects of their experiences and identities that otherwise remained initerable" (Eichorn 2001, p.572) . In this context, email interviewing created an arena in which the academic self could be articulated and explored, and in which the researcher could study and understand their lives.
Table i. Notes of Guidance for Conducting Email Interviews
A little while ago you completed a questionnaire, which considered professional identity and how it is managed across communities. You agreed to take part in an email interview, which will address the issues raised in that questionnaire. Please read the following guidelines and if you are still happy to take part in the interview, please reply to this email and I shall send you the first question. The email interviews will consider the issues that arose in the questionnaire in more depth. The data gathered through the email interviews will provide a narrative of your account. These accounts will be used to inform the research study.
In undertaking the email interview please note the following guidelines:
(i) If you are still willing to take part in this study, please reply to this email straight away.
(ii) The interviews will be conducted in strictest confidence and your anonymity will be assured throughout the research project.
(iii) You will be asked eleven substantive questions.
(iv) These questions will be sent to you one at a time. Please respond to the question
